Tularemia. A pathogen in nature and a biological weapon.
Tularemia as a potential biological weapon is of great concern because F. tularensis is a hardy organism that can be spread with a small inoculum. In addition, tularemia can be contracted through nature, predominately in rural areas. This disease can be spread by a wide variety of animals and can range from skin lesions to multi-organ involvement. The severity varies with amount of inocula, the virulence of the bacterium, and the port of entry. Exposure to aerosolized forms of F. tularensis, the major concern with bioterroism, can rapidly lead to respiratory failure and death. Untreated, other forms of tularemia can spread through the blood stream to other organs, leading to sepsis and death. Early recognition and treatment is tantamount to treatment and prevention of morbidity and mortality. Occupational health nurses are on the front line and must be assertive in identifying risk factors associated with exposure. Furthermore, education of the general population about exposure through nature can potentially decrease the incidence of tularemia. Occupational health nurses, as one of the largest health specialties in the workplace, may be the first contact for the exposed individual. Tularemia is treatable with knowledge of prevention, astute assessment, prompt identification, and treatment. Combined, they are powerful nursing tools in achieving optimal outcomes.